“In Memory of Me’ presents a caricature of a Jesuit noviciate before the Second Vatican Council. It is an elegant place where no one seems to smile

study of Jesuit life as torture

FILM REVIEW

Eiﬁﬁﬁ of Me

U GERT, 115 MINS.

n an autumn day set in the
present lime a young man,
Andrea (Christo Jivkov).
arrives at a Jesuit noviciate
10 begin training for the priesthood.
He does not seek the will of God or a
life of service but an existential quest
for self-discovery and the reason for
being. He has led a successful life.
fallen in love, tired of the world, and.
not quite knowing why, has resumed
attending Mass and rediscovered the
Gospel. He moves into a world of
asceticism. isolation. discipline and
ditation. Loosely based on Furio
Monicelli’s novel The Perfect Jesuit,
published in 1960. n Memory of Me
traverses two worlds that will baffle

many.
Staged in the Palladian magnifi-
cence of the island and monastery of
San Giorgio Maggiore, Venice — 1
location so beautiful that it is worth
seeing the film for that alone — the life
he enters is far removed from present-
day reality and only those familiar
with Jesuit formation before the
Second Vatican Couneil will recog-
nise it. Yet nevertheless we find supe-
riors, novices and brothers dressed in
casual clothes using laptops — only the
retired fathers wear cassocks. There is
a state-of-the-art DVD player in the
refectory and a smart unanswered
telephone in the superior’s office

Square-leaded windows give tantalis
ing glimpses of the contemporary life
of the Venetian lagoon. No impression
is given of the transformation in reli-
gious formation during the last 40

vears and what is presented is a cari-
cature of what existed before.

This is a joyless place of silence.
study. suspicion, spying. intrigue,
eavesdropping. self-obses:
tortured speculation. Acidulated spiri-
tal conferences. icily given by the
father superior (André Hennicke) and
novice master (Marco Baliani) —
mostly taken from the first week of
Ignatius Loyola's Spiritual Exercises
— extol immolation. In two hours
there is only one smile (at the end)
and no laughter. Instead. there are
sidelong glances, long gazes. pensive
expressions and immaobile features.
Insomniac nights are broken b
stealthy, sometimes prying walks
along sterile marble corridors and

ross box-bedded eloisters. There are
whispered assignations contrived for
painful revelations of doubt. resulting
in dilation.

The scepticism of two novices.
Fausto (Fausto Russo Alesi) and
Zanna (Filippo Timi), in;
tions in Andrea about his own voca-

Zanna seeks freedom outside the
order and is told by the superior that
the heart’s desire does not matter.
Andrea is riven by further doubt, this
time over whether to follow Zanna or
to remain in search of “the terrifying
mystery of serving a weak God”,
Saverio Costanzo, the director, has
not made a documentary about Jesuit
life, then or now, but loosely uses
Monicelli’s novel to examine existen-
tial themes and the contrast between
religious faith, embodied in repres-
sion. and humanist emancipation.

No Jesuit noviciate in the
world has ever been
housed in such elegance

The homosexual subtext of Andrea’s
love for the angelic novice Lodovici.
contrasted with his friendship with

s the theme of the novel. but
in the film this is replaced by an
abstract inquiry drained of human
reality from which all affective
emotions are eliminated. The inner

tion. They contrast the
intellectual liberty and the absolute
obedience to authority with Gospel
imperatives. Andrea and Zanna
become convinced that they have
been shaped to believe in nothing
other than a mound of formalities that
echo the world in reverse in which the
figure of Christ is equally deformed.

Crusade of the Holy Spirit

Mi;

fonary Association of pri

s,

life is by facial expression
and silence in which meaning is
conveyed by osmosis. Religious voca-
tion. meanwhile. is depicted as point-
less masochism.

The fundamental motivation of the
Spiritual Exercises is ultimately to put
the Christian life into concrete; partic-
ular terms that lead 10 the discovery

of God in all things. In this claustro-
phobic atmosphere there is no
evidence of community, no pastoral
activity outside the noviciate walls,
and no obvious preparation for a life
of mission in the world. Instead of
reading at meals, Strauss waltzes are
incongruously played, and the light
and shade of interior conflict is
accompanied by Tchaikovsky and
Mahler. Zanna walks smilingly away
from St Peter’s dome to the Kyrie
from the Missa Luba. All that is
conveyed is introspective, heartless
purposelessness in a selting of archi-
tectural magnificence. No Jesuit novi-
ciate in the world has ever been
housed in such elegance.

ristically, Mario Baliani's
Aphmugmphy makes a beautiful
film and his subtle camera

work conveys the unspoken word as
strongly as the acting. Andrea Palla-
dio evolved an archilecture of light
but the abbey church is invariably
filmed at night and is given a brood-
ing presence that embodies
Constanzo’s theme

This study in cold and bloodless
mental torture will probably be mean-
ingless to-a cosmopolitan British audi-
ence and will only appeal to a minor-
ity. but, if seminarians or novices are
your preference, you will not be
disappointed. Somehow. I suspect that
In Memory of Me will not result in the
same numiber of inquiries about Jesuit
life that followed The Mission.

Anthony Symondson SJ
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Beating pessimism
with portraiture

ART
REVIEW
Milo
Andreas
Wagner

Pop Art Portraits

NATIONAL PORTRAIT GALLERY, UNTIL JAN 20

he Second World War
ended well for America.
Britain, however, was
left bankrupt. By 1954,
when rationing finally came to
an end here, consumerism was
no longer néws in America. Pop
Art Poriraits begins b

between the persona of celebrity
and the human life beneath it. This
enquiry reached is tragic apex
with Marilyn Monroe. No woman
more completely represented the
tensions of the age
secular chapel of sort
bition, centred, pred;
‘Warhol's silkscreen prints.

Richard Hamilton had already
demonstrated the potential for
dramatic irony with My Marilyn:
at this point, Monroe is complicit
in the process of manufacturing
her persona.

But by the time we reach
‘Warhols prints, just two years
later, there is nothing of Norma
Jean left. Warhol's treatment of
her is deeply unsettling, masking
her in a succession of lurid washes
that strip away any potential for

British optimism regarding the new
culture with America's jaded
sarcasm.

These differing attitudes are

rapport. As a on what
the idea of Marilyn Monroe had
become, it was never bettered.
That said, Monroe as tragic
heroine is a remmuve fantasy, a
ad no more trou-

ously. by hanging British and
American art on opposite walls.
The floor between them becomes
analogous to the Atlantic, over
which a rapprochement was later
to develop in the 1960s. Further
into the exhibition, British enthu-
siasm and American pessimism
hang side by side, before finally
conflating in a gloomily ironic
consensus.

Jasper Johns and Robert
Rauschenberg began the process
of “dragging art back”, from the
wild abandon of abstract expres-
sionism that had preceded lhem o
an art that again represented real
things. Their stated aim was a
noble one: 1o save art from itself.
Abstract expressionism was seen
as dangerously nihilistic. If it were
allowed to go unLthksd there
might be no return from its down-
ward spiral of cynicism. One of
the methods proposed to combat it
was a reinvention of portraiture.

Most people are surprised to
learn that Andy Warhol was a
practising Catholic. But the placid
disdain of his Self Portrait (1964)
is a model of Renaissance serenity.
Indeed, references to the Renais-
sance are everywhere in Pop Art:
fantasy portraiture. invented b;
Giuseppe Arcimboldo in the 16th
century. is central to the Pop
project. Nods to it appear most
evidently in Derek Boshier’s
work.

But preoccupations with sex
also flavour many of the pieces on
display. David Hockney's I'm In
The Mood For Love is a tour de
force of subversive homoeroti-
cism. The sexual; n of women
in the “girlie mags™ and advertise-
ments of the period provided a
rich feeding ground for artists
concerned with the interaction
between person and product.

Another concept we are now
very familiar with was just enter-
ing the mainstream: the fracture

ble jugeling her personal an
professional life than Sinatra, or
any other Hollywood star — docu-
mentaries shot at the time prove it.

ut there are other, more
serious problems with this
exhibition. Pop Art
Portraits credits Pop Art with the
broadening of “portraiture”. but at
the same time shows us pictures
only of people. Warhol's soup cans
are the most significant and
profound object portraits of the
20th century, but — inexplicably —
they are absent.

Pop Art’s own Roy Lichtenstein
showed us that portraits didn’t
need to be about real people. In
The Car depicts fictional charac-
ters in the artist’s familiar comic
book style. This was an explosive
beginning for conceptual portrai-
twre. establishing that the imagi-
nary could be valid portrait mater-
ial. But even Lichtenstein’s work
is still about people.

“Received wisdom,” according
the National Portrait Gallery’s
literature, “tells us that Pop Art is
about objects.”

So far, so true: Pop Art is about
objects. and its greal contribution
10 portraiture was (0 legitimise
objects as subjects for portrait. It
is only because Marilyn Monroe
became an object that she was
good source material, Pop Art
‘would not have looked at her
twice simply as a human being:
she was loved instead for what she
represented. She was not a person;
she was an idea — an icon, a signi-
fier. In other words, an object.

How extraordinary it is that in
celebrating Pop Att’s contribution
10 portraiture, the curator, Paul
Moorhouse, has completely over-
looked its greatest achievement.

It almost doesn’t matter: there
are some monumentally important
works of art here that more than
justify the entry charge.
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Slick satire falls apart

THEATRE REVIEW
The Investigation
YOUNG vIC

ore than six
million Jews
were murdered
by the Nazis.
Peter Weiss’s documentary
play is based on the festi-
monies of victims from
Auschwitz. The accused
pretend ignorance of the

trapped that they were
actively involved, always
say that they were only
obeying orders. Dorcy
Rugamba's production is
staged and acted witl
utmost simplicity and
dignity by a group of Rwan-
lan actors in French. Their
understatement is
admirable. but there have
been so many books, docu-
mentaries, films and plays
about the Holocaust that,
inevitably, they do not tell
us dnylhmg that we do not
already know. It would have
been more interesting to
have had a verbatim report
from the victims of geno-
cide in Rwanda.

Swimming with Sharks
VAUDEVILLE THEATRE

The shark is a movie
producer and, since he is in
the business solely to make
money., he produces trashy
horror flicks. There is noth-
ing subtle about either the
character or Christian

Slater’s swaggering bad guy
performance, but it works.
The play, adapted from
George Huang's 1994 cult
film, is slick and has lots of
witty one-liners, and only
20es 10 pieces after the
interval when Hollywood
satire becomes hysterical
melodrama and the actors
are at a loss how to act it
Matt Smith is very amusing
as the naive dogsbod

whom the mogul constantly
humiliates.

Carlos Acosta

SADLER'S WELLS

artists of the Ballet Nacional
‘uba and the choreogra-
pher Alberto Mendez. Such
is his drawing power these
days that the show sold out
the moment that booking
opened. He offers a very
slight and very short enter-
tainment. which includes a
lover's tff, two dolls falling
in love, an amorous
encounter between the God
of the River and the God of
the Forest, a bit of slapstick,
and the pas de deux from Le
Corsaire. Marius Petipa's
virtuoso choreography for
virtuoso performers is worth
the price of the ticket, if you
have never seen it; and even
if you have. especially when
it is performed like it is
here. Acosta, leaping at
speed and at an impossible
height, and Viengsay
Valdes. holding an
arabesque for what seems
an eternity. are a knockout

Rent
DUKE OF YORK'S

“Will T wake tomorrow
from this nightmare?” So
goes the song. It's a good
question to ask about this
remixed revival. Rent is the
stuff of theatrical legend.
Author, composer and lyri-
cist Jonathan Larson, aged
35, carning his living as a
waiter in New York. finally
got his rock opera staged in
1996 after a seven-year
wait, only to die of an aortic
aneurism a few hours before
the final dress rehearsal.
The show went ahead, open-
ing in a downtown 150-seat
theatre and getting rave
reviews. It sold out, won the
Pulitzer Prize, and then
transferred to a 1 800-seat
theatre on Broadway. The
story is an update of
Puccini’s La Bohéme and
tells a sordid tale of love,

newsreel ldpe mkcr lists the
names of famous people
who died from Aids-related
diseases. The show was

premiered (a sheer fluke,
lhn) on the 100th anniver-
sary of the original La
Bohéme premiere. The score
is great, but the story is not
easy to follow and charac-
terisation is nil. William
Buker’s production is poorly
staged and vulgar.

Robert Tanitch

Robert Tanitch's lavishly
illustrated year-by-year
chronicle London Stage

in the 20th Century is
published by Haus Publish-
ing
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